members of the public it remains unusual. (The norm is for users to have a fixed time slot of half an hour or so to drive the telescope, using web cameras at the observatory to see whether the weather is suitable and to move the telescope to point at the object they want to observe.)
Around 90,000 students and 2,500 teachers in Britain use the BRT. Secondary schools pay £195 (US$326) a year; primary schools £70. Every child has a username and can log on from home. More than onethird do so, and the results are stunning: children race back to school the next day to tell their teachers what they found.
In many schools, the telescope forms part of the GCSE astronomy programme (taken at around age 15), and astrophysics modules of the physics A level -one of the subjects for which officials are now trying to downgrade practical experience.
Britain's loss could be China's gain. China has traditionally shown little interest in practical science in schools. Practical work does not feature in the school-leaving, or Gaokao, examination -the most important exam taken by Chinese young people (when they are 17) -so students, parents and teachers have never taken it very seriously.
That is now changing. A pilot programme run in the Beijing region and led by the Chen Jing Lun school will see practical-science projects contribute. The BRT will be the lead project offered to the students, starting this spring term. The British Council -which promotes international educational opportunities and cultural relations -has helped us to translate our website into Chinese.
Assuming that the pilot succeeds, there are already plans to expand it. We are talking to the Chinese Academy of Sciences about how it could build its own robotic telescopes. The Beijing Planetarium, Tsinghua University and the South China University of Technology in Guangzhou are already working on ways to give all Chinese students access to them.
There is interest elsewhere, too. Ireland ran a very successful pilot programme last year through University College Dublin and is now looking at how to roll it out across all secondary schools in Ireland. A pilot in Opole, Poland, organized through the University of Warsaw's physics department has the same objectives. All these international developments are driven by an aspiration to build technology-driven knowledge economies with high-paying employment.
The skills of innovation and creativity developed with practical science are the bedrock of a knowledge economy, and the Chinese and others using UK technology to boost their competitiveness must be looking at England's plans to drop practical science at A level as rather strange. WORLD VIEWA personal take on events
John

